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The carriage door opened and Jonus climbed out carefully. A little less than a week ago he had still been using a stick to walk with and still felt vulnerable. He looked up and saw that he was not, as expected, at Buckingham Palace main gate. Instead he was at the servants entrance. He turned to the driver, who had the decency to look ashamed.

"Sir Henry's orders I'm afraid sir," he said.

Jonus nodded. There was little point taking it out on the man, it wasn't his fault.

He knew little about Queen Victoria's current private secretary, who had only been in the position for a year. His predecessor however, General Grey, was a founding member of The Society, and largely responsible for its close ties to the Crown. His arrival at the rear of the Palace suggested that Sir Henry did not look upon them as favourably.

"You're to wait here," the driver said. "Someone will be along to fetch you shortly."

Jonus thanked the driver and watched him leave with the coach. Then he was alone, apart from the serving girls watching through the small windows at the rear building.

They left him for long enough to confirm his suspicion about Sir Henry. He began to wonder whether anyone would actually come to meet him, or if he should make enquiries inside. His leg was aching painfully from standing for so long by the time a voice spoke up behind him.

"Stone?"

He turned and saw a man in a dark suit. About fifty years old with grey hair poking out beneath his hat and a moustache to match. He looked like an undertaker.

Jonus walked towards him with his hand out. "Pleased to meet you."

"Duncannon," the man said.

Jonus lowered his hand when it became clear that the gesture wasn't going to be reciprocated.

"This way Stone," Duncannon said.

Jonus followed him to the servants entrance. It was overbearingly hot inside and smelled of mud. The small windows didn't let in much light so lanterns had been placed around the room. Duncannon led him to the back and through a warren of dimly lit passages, up and down stairs, as if intending to confuse him.

Eventually they stopped at a door that was barely taller than he was. His leg throbbed.

Duncannon removed an ancient key chain from his pocket and unlocked the door. They went inside.

It was a small circular room with a low ceiling. The walls were exposed stone. Although he could see grass through the narrow vertical windows, the room had the feeling of a dungeon.

"Sit," Duncannon said.

There were two stools with a low table between them. Jonus sat in one, Duncannon the other.

"You're from The Society?" Duncannon said.

Jonus nodded. He wasn't sure how much Duncannon knew about The Society. Under ordinary circumstances the Covenant prevented him revealing much, but the relationship with the Crown complicated matters. If Duncannon had been more friendly, Jonus might have been more forthcoming.

"You are here at the request of Her Majesty Queen Victoria," Duncannon said. "Against the express recommendation of Sir Henry."

There was no need to ask who's opinion Duncannon favoured.

"I am afraid that the journey has been a waste of your time."

Jonus affected a casual tone. "What makes you think that?"

"Sir Henry believes that we can handle the matter internally. We don't need your help."

"Why is he so sure of that?"

Duncannon smiled but there was no warmth in it. "Very good Stone," he said. "But I can assure you that your suspicion is quite misplaced. Sir Henry was shocked to learn that the Princess had disappeared. As were we all. He doesn't know how or why it happened but he believes your help isn't required. I am inclined to agree with him."

Jonus nodded. "What do you suggest I do then Mr Duncannon? I was sent here to investigate her disappearance at, as you say, the request of Her Majesty."

"I am sure that if you explain to your superiors that you found no evidence of supernatural activity, they will agree that there is no reason for you to stay. That is your area of competence after all. They will no doubt pass the information back to Her Majesty."

In truth Jonus had not wanted the case in the first place. He could understand that the disappearance of her youngest daughter was a concern to the Queen, but it hardly seemed a matter for The Society. In fact, when Miller had asked him to investigate, he had suggested Her Majesty was taking advantage of her position and treating them like a common detective agency. However, he had agreed to look into it and had no intention of letting a trumped up butler persuade him otherwise.

"What makes Sir Henry so sure there is nothing supernatural about it?" Jonus said.

"Mr Stone, the Palace was built in the 18th Century by Lord Buckingham. Since it has been in the ownership of the Crown, extensive research and exploration has been conducted and not so much as a ghoul has been discovered here. I think I can categorically rule out the paranormal."

That seemed so unlikely that Jonus was sure it was a lie. There wasn't a street in London that didn't have something paranormal about it. The question was why would he lie? There was only one reason Jonus could think of.

"Princess Beatrice is a profoundly disturbed young woman," Duncannon continued. "It is not entirely out of character for her to go missing like this."

"Tell me about last night," Jonus said. "What happened?"

"Are you sure you want to do this Stone? I really think I have been very fair."

"I'm sure," Jonus said. "Will you tell me, or should I go and find someone who will?"

Duncannon sighed, but he settled into his stool and a moment later began to answer. "This is what happened according to her maid. She was the last person to see the Princess."

Jonus nodded for him to continue.

"The Princess woke in the night complaining of a nightmare. She wanted to go for a walk. The maid accompanied her to the west-wing private entrance where the Princess asked her to wait, saying she wanted to be alone. It is not unusual for the Princess to go walking on her own. The maid stood in the doorway as instructed. When the Princess didn't come back the maid grew worried and alerted one of the guards."

"Which way did she go?"

"We think she was going to the stables. Sometimes she likes to visit the horses."

"They've been searched?"

"Naturally."

"And nothing was amiss?"

"Our guards know perfectly well how to conduct a search Stone."

Jonus nodded to himself. If he took Duncannon at his word, then something had happened between the west-wing doorway and the stables. He would need to visit both places and walk from one to the other. There might be clues that the guards had missed. First things first though.

"I need to talk to the maid and the guard she alerted," Jonus said.

Duncannon looked as if he was going to argue, but he didn't. He stood up. "Wait here and I will fetch the maid."

"And the guard," Jonus reminded him.

"As you wish," Duncannon said. He backed out of the room and closed the door. 

Less than a minute passed before it opened again. Jonus assumed that Duncannon had forgotten something
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